Background and Rational

Following the January 12th earthquake that left hundreds of thousands homeless, the Canadian Red Cross (CRC) responded with an ambitious recovery program that aimed to provide shelters to approximately 7,500 families in CRC zones of implementation, Jacmel and Leogane. In addition to the recovery operation, the CRC also committed to  implementing development programs in Violence Prevention, Community-Based Health and First Aid, and Disaster Risk Reduction, a cholera response program in three departments in Haiti.
Leogane, the epicenter of the earthquake, proved to be an incredibly difficult zone of implementation due to high level of destruction – over 80% of the community having been leveled – and an acute level of pre-existing poverty. Despite the commendable efforts of the community mobilization team, community relations were often laced with aggression due to unmet expectations and a deep need for community regeneration. In consequence, it was decided that further community outreach initiatives needed to be introduced to clarify the role and responsibilities of the CRC, as well as providing a forum for the public to address their concerns. The CRC consequently established a weekly radio show in both Jacmel and Leogane, entitled Pawol Lakwa Wouj as a means empower beneficiaries in the recovery process as well as providing a mechanism for beneficiaries to ask questions and give feedback to the CRC. 
Establishment and Running

Given radio’s popularity and the low levels of literacy in Haiti, it was selected as one of the most cost-effective means of promoting Red Cross activities, as well as establishing a dialogue with communities. Pawol Lakwa Wouj runs 60 minutes a week on regional radio stations (Radio Belval in Leogane and Radio Express Continental in Jacmel), and addresses subjects that are pertinent to communities’ recovery and development as well as providing the opportunity for the public to ask questions to the Red Cross. The format of the show generally includes two respected authorities, at least one of which is a Red Cross representative, who discuss a theme and then take questions from a dedicated phone line. Examples of subjects include health, violence prevention, cholera, distributions, shelters, etc. Although the CRC financed the produciton of the radio show, all other national societies working in the same area were invited to participate, all under the aegis of the Haitian Red Cross. 
The show is run by a regional communication officer who oversees the choice of topic, selecting and briefing guests, producing vox pop, preparing interview questions and the running order and producing a write-up of the show that is then circulated. Over the course of the recovery operation, the radio show also introduced several techniques to increase two-way dialogue and stimulate its listenership. For example, as toll-free numbers are very difficult to come by in Haiti, quizzes on the content of previous episodes were held (what are three ways that you can prevent yourself from catching cholera?) and the winner was awarded a phone card worth approximately 60 minutes of call time. The regional communications officers were also each given dedicated cell phones for the radio show and the number was widely publicized through posters, stickers and radio announcements. The public was able to SMS questions to the phone line throughout the week, and the CRC would prepare answers for its listenership in the following week’s show. 
What Worked

Although the IFRC had established a very popular national radio show, a local radio show seemed to be very important in terms of establishing the CRC as a credible, and trustworty organization in CRC zones of intervention. In focus groups conducted by Infoasaid, participants in Leogane said they liked the CRC show because it addressed problems specific to Leogane. Local radio also gave communities a sense of accessability to the organization. For example, the show generally recieves more calls that it can handle in a show. When the program could not be broadcast one week due to technical difficulties, the Belval station director reported being called personally by over 30 listeners to complain and to ask if the program will return. “From the start of these broadcasts the relations between officers of the Red Cross on the ground and the population has improved significantly, because everyone had a better understanding of the nature of the work of the CRC,” said Mr Mimy Roberson, a legal officer for the CRC in Leogane, as well as the show’s host. “I think that information plays a key role in humanitarian work, it allows a better understanding between the protagonists (humanitarian and recipients) and thus facilitates the work. Having worked in radio for four years, including immediately after Jan. 12, in a situation of extreme urgency, I can attest to the importance and impact of information in humanitarian relief. “
Challenges

Haiti was unlike previous disasters known to the Red Cross in that several national societies as well as the IFRC worked alongside each other in very constricted zones of implementation. The CRC consequently opened the radio show to any national society working in that zone in order to provide the community with a unified Red Cross front. Although this worked well in terms of public information, many beneficiaries had question about the recovery process that went beyond the purview of practical information but rather addressed issues surrounding their rights in terms of aid delivery. Each Red Cross national society, not to mention the other aid organizations working in the region, had established varying policies and procedures in terms of community engagement and beneficiary selection. It thus became very difficult to account for the operational differences between the various societies considering that communities considered the Red Cross one organization. In addition to accounting for operational differences, many staff felt that did not have the capacity to manage an appropriate response to beneficiaries’ inquiries in terms of internal policy or human resources and therefore strongly resisted two-way communication efforts so as not to minimize the legitimacy of their claims. 

Conclusion
Radio has proven time and again to be a cost-effective way of providing life-saving information to the population as well as creating community buy-in. It should, without a doubt, be included in any major operation.  Communication initiatives such as radio are nonetheless only as effective as the beneficiary engagement approach that they rest upon. The CRC experience has proven that approaching communities in a siloed fashion, be it between multiple PNS or programs within an organization stymies a deeper participatory approach which, in turn, the hinders the community ownership of aid programs. Rather, organizations should turn to a cohesive approach to beneficiary engagement that integrates all programs through a singular approach to communities that prioritizes beneficiary participation. Beneficiary communication should then be embedded within the beneficiary engagement team as integral function, rather than as an add-on. To this end, extensive participatory consultations with communities need to be executed in the design phase to better anticipate community needs and therefore build the capacity to respond into the program. Additionally, objectives and success of a program need to be defined not only in qualitative terms, i.e. the number of shelters built, but also in terms of the quality of the service provided to beneficiaries. In all, the Haiti experience has pointed to a need for the standardization of aid implementation from the beneficiaries’ perspective within the Red Cross Movement through an accountability to beneficiaries framework that reaffirms beneficiaries as the center of aid implementation.

